The changing face of p53 in head and neck cancer.
p53 plays a sentinel role in the pathways that prevent development of cancer by inducing apoptosis, DNA repair and cell-cycle arrest in response to different types of cellular stress. The majority of head and neck tumours harbour mutations affecting the p53 gene, and those tumours that seemingly have wild-type p53 protein most probably lack a functional p53 response as a result of mutations affecting other genes that function in the same pathways as p53. This report provides an up-to-date overview of what is known about how p53 exerts its effects. We also summarize what is known about the other p53 family members, p63 and p73, and show how they act together to influence the response to treatment. No other commonly occurring signature mutation has emerged for this tumour type, and this means that the p53 family has emerged as the frontrunner in terms of providing molecular targets that can provide new diagnostic, prognostic and therapeutic approaches.